Ibn ArabT's concept of ahl al-bayt 
by Claude Addas 


'Ahlu baytJ aman li ummatV , 'The people of my house are a safeguard for my community'. 

Although it is not included in any of the canonical collections, JjQ this saying attributed to the 
Prophet is one of the innumerable traditions[~21 which in Islam are the basis of the respect which 
the faithful have towards the ahl al-bayt, 1 31 the 'Family of the Prophet', understood here in the 
broader sense and including the shurafa’, the direct descendants of the Prophet from his daughter 
Fatima. The expression ahl al-bayt appears on three occasions in the Qur'an, £41 and one of these 
concerns the family - this is verse 33 of the Sura Al-Ahzab, which states, 'God wants only to 
remove uncleanness from you, O People of the Flouse, and to purify you completely'. 

It goes without saying that the question of knowing exactly to whom the expression ahl al- 
bayt refers in this verse has given rise to endless debate. Staying with Sunni commentators, let us 
recall that for some, especially the illustrious Tabari (d. 313/923), ahl al-bayt must be understood 
here as referring not only to the Prophet himself, but also to his daughter Fatima, his cousin and 
son-in-law AIT, and to his two grandsons Flasan and Flusayn;£5], in other words, to those who are 
also referred to as the ahl al-kisa’, the 'People of the Cloak', with reference to the episode of the 
ordeal ( mubahala ) to which Q. 3:61 refers. f 61 

Other exegetes, however, such as Ibn KathTr (d. 774/1373) take the view that the context ( siyaq 
al-kalam) in which this verse occurs, obliges us to also include the Prophet's wives. It is in fact 
they who are directly referred to in the previous verses and the following one. £71 

This is also the interpretation given by FlakTm TirmidhT (d.ca. 300/910) in a passage of the Nawadir 
al-usul. Fie quotes the verse in question, at the end of a chapter on the very subject of what 
meaning to give to the hadith, 'ahlu bayti aman li ummatV. T81 Curiously, in another text, TirmidhT 
considers another hadith relating to the pre-excellence of the ahl al-bayt as suspect. Fie has no 
hesitation in denying it any authenticity, even though it appears in the canonical collections. £91 

Indeed the whole bearing of this hadith, or we might say this prediction, is determined by the 
meaning we give to the expression 'ahlu bayti’, the 'People of my house'. For 
TirmidhT ahlu bayti certainly refers to the lineage of the Prophet, but more specifically to his 
spiritual line, that of the awliya', the saints who attain to the highest degree of spiritual 
realisation, whether or not they are descended from the blood-line of the Prophet. It is these 'Men 
of God', in the strongest meaning of the term, who are the guardians of the umma, the community 
of the Prophet, and moreover it is due to them that human kind survives. £101 

We can easily understand how the thesis presented here by TirmidhT, going as it does against the 
commonly held opinion that ahlu bayti refers to the family of the Prophet stricto sensu, has given 
rise to concern, even among his admirers. This is notably the case with NabhanT (d. 1350/1931), 
who was challenged on the day following publication of the Nawadir al-usul, [11J by a sharif from 
Mecca who asked him to repudiate TirmidhT's statements on the subject immediately and in 
writing. T 121 At first NabhanT equivocated. Fie had never written before and felt unworthy of such a 
task. Moreover, he faced a serious dilemma. TirmidhT was certainly wrong on this point, he had no 
doubt of that. But he was also absolutely convinced that TirmidhT was a saint - and one of the 
greatest. Furthermore, it was also the opinion of a master for whom NabhanT had the highest 
degree of reverence and to whom he unhesitatingly gave the title of al-shaykh al-akbar, 'the 
greatest master' - Ibn Arab!. 

After considerable thought, NabhanT finally agreed to write the article in question - the first of a 
long series of works, many of which are dedicated to the Prophet and to the veneration which is 
due to him and in which he demonstrated TirmidhT's error, without, as he emphasises, any 
disrespect towards him. 

But what NabhanT did not know or pretended not to know ! 131 was that on the question of the 
concept of ahl al-bayt, and, incidentally, on so many others, Ibn Arab! broadly shared TirmidhT's 
views, except that his concept of the ’Muhammadian Family' contains doctrinal nuances which are 


not found in TirmidhT, either in the Nawadir or in the Kitab Khatm al-awliya', in which this question 
is also addressed. £142 

Before turning to the subject itself, some lexical information is required. Ibn Arab!, as we know, 
attached the greatest importance to hermeneutics in the examination of religious vocabulary of 
both the Qur'an and the hadith. ri51 In this case, he insists that care must be taken to distinguish 
the terms ahl and al, which are more or less synonymous in current usage. One may recall that 
the word al is the one used in the tasliya, the 'Prayer upon the Prophet', at least in its earliest 
form, and that it is generally agreed to give it the sense of 'family' in this instance, exactly like ahl. 
According to Ibn Arab!, however, this is wrong. He states: 'Do not imagine that [the expression] al 
Muhammad refers to "the people of his house"; this is not the way among the Arabs. '£162 And 
again he states, 'In the Arabic language, al al-rajul means those who are intimate and close to a 
person.' In saying this, the author of the Futuhat bases himself on the Qur anic use of the term al, 
and more precisely on Q. 40:46, 'Make the people of Pharaoh ( al Fir'awn) enter into the worst of 
punishments'. It is quite obvious that al here does not refer to Pharaoh's kin but to those of his 
close advisors who supported him in exercising power and were thus complicit in his errors. In the 
same way, he points out in connection with the prophets that the term al must be understood as 
referring to those who were closest to them in faith, the 'Pious Gnostic Believers' ( al-salihun al- 
arifun al-mu’mlnun). So it is upon these ’men of God' and not exclusively the kin of the Prophet 
that the faithful believer calls down divine grace when he recites the tasliya, the practice of which 
was instituted following the revelation of verse 56 of the Sura Al-Ahzab, ’God and His angels bless 
the Prophet, O you who believe, bless the Prophet and call down Peace upon him'. When asked by 
his Companions how they were to carry out this duty, the Prophet answered, 'Say: Lord, bless 
Muhammad and "those close to Muhammad" (al Muhammad) as You blessed Abraham and "those 
close to Abraham" (al Ibrahim). T 171 

In this way, Ibn Arab! notes, the Prophet extended the scope of the Qur anic injunction, enjoining 
the faithful to ask for the divine graces upon 'those close' to him in the same way as they were 
granted to ’those close to Abraham'. ri81 Now among the latter, there are many to whom God 
granted nubuwwa, the status of prophet. Insofar as it refers to a law-bearing function (nubuwwat 
al-tashrT), this status is unattainable since the death of the Envoy, who was, in the Qur anic 
expression, khatam al-nabiyyJn (Q. 33:40), the 'seal of the prophets'. From this point of view, no 
one will henceforth be able to claim nubuwwa. This is expressed in the famous hadith according to 
which no prophet and no envoy will be sent forth after Muhammad. f 191 

Nevertheless - and this constitutes an essential point in the hagiological doctrine of Ibn Arab! - 
prophethood does not amount to simply the exercise of judicial authority. It also implies an 
outstanding degree of spiritual perfection. Considered from this specific aspect, the concept 
of nubuwwa refers to a 'spiritual station' (maqam), which Ibn Arab! sometimes calls 'the station of 
general prophethood' (as opposed to ’legislative prophethood') and sometimes the 'station of 
closeness' (maqam al-qurba), and which remains accessible to the most perfect among the 
saints. T 201 This means, Ibn Arab! concludes, that in conveying this formula of benediction to his 
people, the Prophet wished ’the people close to him' among the arifun, the gnostics, to be able to 
attain the supreme degree of sainthood, even if they are unable to exercise the nubuwwat al- 
tashrF. T211 

Needless to say, the interpretation offered here by Ibn Arab! for the expression al Muhammad is 
at a considerable remove from that held by the ulama '. Moreover, it is not the only one we find 
from the shaykh al-akbar's pen. Because the Arabic language is a polysemic language par 
excellence, and because akbarian hermeneutics draws on all semantic resources, another text 
from the Futuhat considers a quite different, but no less subtle, meaning. 

Among the accepted meanings of the term al listed in the Lisan al- Arab is that of sarab, 
’mirage'.£222 This is the meaning Ibn Arab! chooses to employ in the passage in question, which 
appears in the long section in Chapter 73, in which he undertakes to respond to TirmidhT's famous 
questionnaire. £232 Our concern is with the one hundred and fifty-first question, ’What does the 
expression al Muhammad mean?', to which Ibn Arab! replies: 

The al is that which magnifies images. In fact, al is described as the largeness of the images seen 
in a mirage. The al Muhammad are thus those who are made large by Muhammad (at- uzama’ 
bi Muhammad) and Muhammad, grace and peace be upon him, is like the mirage which makes the 
one who appears there immense. Thus, you think that you are looking at Muhammad, as one of 


great stature, in the same way as you believe that the mirage is water - in fact it does appear to 
the eye to be water. ... But when you arrive at Muhammad, it is not Muhammad that you find, it is 
God that you find in a Muhammadian form and due to a Muhammadian vision. [24] 

Two major ideas in the initiatory teachings of Ibn Arab! are to be found here, expressed in the 
form of allusions, in these few lines of great doctrinal density. Insofar as it is the expression of 
man's extreme powerlessness, all neediness felt by man reveals his need for 'the One who is 
sufficient unto Himself. It is like a cry for help - albeit mute - addressed to the Eternal. And 
because the theophanies necessarily assume the forms of the receptacle in which they are 
contained, when God responds to this call, He does so by revealing Himself in the form of what is 
expected of Him. Just as Moses, when he had gone in search of fire, saw God in the form of the 
Burning Bush, so too the man who is dying of thirst searches for Him in the place in which he 
longs with all his being to find water. T251 So too, the one who has gone in search of the Prophet is 
certain to meet his Lord at the end of his quest. Moreover - and this second point is the essential 
theme of the passage - he will have the most perfect knowledge there could be: 

The manifestation of God in the mirror of the Prophet is the most perfect, the most accurate, and 
the most beautiful; when you perceive Him in the mirror of the Prophet you perceive a perfection 
that you cannot perceive when contemplating Him in your own mirror. ... Therefore, do not try to 
contemplate God anywhere but in the mirror of the Prophet, grace and peace be upon him, f 261 

In fact, insofar as the Prophet - or, more exactly the 'Muhammadian Reality' of which he is the 
personification - is the perfect 'copy of God' ( nuskhat al-haqq), and thus possesses all the divine 
attributes, 'The knowledge he has of God is the same knowledge that God has of Himself', as JTIT 
expressed it. T271 Consequently, it is by walking in the footsteps of the Prophet, or in other words 
by adhering closely to him as the ’excellent model' ( uswa hasana, Q. 33:21), that the wayfarer 
attains the highest knowledge of God: 

Persist then in following and imitating him, and do not set foot in a place where you do not see the 
footprint of your Prophet; set your foot in the imprint of his if you want to be of those who have 
reached the highest degrees of sublime contemplation... f 281 

Whatever meaning he gives to the term al, ’close ones' or ’mirage', clearly for Ibn Arab! the 
expression al Muhammad does not specifically refer to the family of the Prophet stricto 
sensu. What is the position with the concept of ahl ai-bayt ? 

We are given an essential indication on this in the Jawab mustaqim, a treatise in which Ibn Arab! 
responds, point by point, to TirmidhT's questionnaire, as he does in Chapter 73 of the Futuhat, but 
using much more succinct wording. Thus, to the question ’What is the meaning of his 
expression Ahlu baytl aman li ummatT?' ,£29J he limits his reply to quoting the saying attributed to 
the Prophet: ’Salman is one of us, the "People of the house'" ( Salman minna ahlu l-bavt ). f 301 

A pithy reply, certainly, but nonetheless enlightening. An eminent Companion, Salman had no 
bond of kinship to the Prophet, and moreover he was a foreigner, a non-Arab ( aiami). \ 311 Thus. 
Ibn Arab! means that blood ties are not a priori an indispensable condition for claiming the 
privilege of belonging to the Prophet's family. But what then are the criteria which in his view 
define belonging to the ahl al-bayt ? And in what way does he see the singular case of Salman 
constituting a reference point on the matter? 

Doubtless the deliberately elliptical nature of the Jawab is intended only to sharpen the reader's 
curiosity and inspire him to seek further elucidation in other texts throughout the corpus of 
akbarian literature. Such explanation is to be found in Chapter 29 of the Futuhat, the title of which 
informs us that it has bearing on 'knowledge of the secret of Salman by virtue of which the 
Prophet admitted him to the ahl al-bayt, and that of the spiritual poles from whom he inherited 
it' T321 Very significantly, this is the theme of the ubudiyya mahda, 'pure servanthood', which Ibn 
Arab! addresses as a first step. This expression means for him the ultimate state of spiritual 
perfection, that of the awliya', who, having disentangled themselves from all will of their own, 
from all creatures and things, to the point of fully realising the sentence in the Futuhat which 
summarises the essential teaching of the shaykh al-akbar on the matter: 'God wishes you to be 
with Him as you were when you were not a thing'. £331 No more, no less. It goes without saying 


that only the most perfect among the awllya', those who are admitted to the supreme 'station of 
closeness' described earlier, arrive at this hill-crest. f 341 

Ibn Arab! says that in any event it is because the Prophet had realised the state of pure 
servanthood most fully and completely and in all its aspects, that God in return granted to him and 
his family to be absolutely 'purified', conforming to what is prescribed in verse 33 of the Sura Al- 
Ahzab, mentioned above, 'God wants only to remove uncleanness from you, oh People of the 
House, and to purify you fully'. It follows, according to the author of the Futuhat, that whoever is 
attached to the 'People of the House' is also purified, otherwise the Prophet's family would be 
tainted with uncleanness. As the Prophet had expressly admitted Salman to his family, Salman 
necessarily enjoyed the prerogative granted to the ahl al-bayt. I 351 Ibn Arab! emphasises, 
however, that there is a difference between those who are purified by virtue of their attachment to 
the Prophet's family (the case of Salman is an excellent example of this but, as we shall see, by no 
means unique) and the ahl al-bayt proper, i.e. those who belong to the blood-line of the Prophet. 
This second group, he states, 'are the purified; or rather, they are the very essence of purity!' 

( hum ayn al-tahara). T361 This is an important point because it allows us a glimpse of the fact that 
Ibn ArabT's view of the innate pre-excellence of the ahl al-bayt is different from TirmidhT's. 

Well and good. But exactly what meaning does the concept of tathir (purification) carry in Q. 

33:33, according to Ibn Arab!? What is his view of its consequences from the legal point of view? 
What attitude does this involve on the part of the commonality of the faithful towards the ahl al- 
bayt? Ibn Arab! examines such issues in detail and without evasion in the following part of the 
text, and insofar as they touch closely on the principal issues of dissension between Sunnis and 
Shi is, it is surprising that this chapter (29) in the Futuhat has not been made the subject of an in- 
depth study by those who would see Ibn Arab! as a ’crypto-Shi i'. 

Be that as it may, Ibn ArabT's position on the first point is unambiguous. Tathir is here 
synonymous with Isma (immunity from error), £371 a term redolent with meaning for Sunni 
theologians, and even more so for their Shi ‘ i colleagues, referring to the idea that the prophets - 
and the Imams in the Shu perspective - are exempt from sin. £381 It is therefore important to 
define what this concept means for Ibn ArabT. 

The first striking thing in the texts in which he addresses the subiect r391 is that he always refers 
to verse 2 of the Sura Al-Fath (Q. 48:2), which paradoxically seems to invalidate the Isma dogma, 
since it announces to the Prophet that God has pardoned all his sins, those past and those to 
come, 7/ yaghfira taka Llah ma taqaddama min dhanblka wa ma ta’akhkhara' ('That Allah may 
forgive thee thy faults of the past and those to follow'). Commentators mostly avoid the problem 
by arguing that the faults referred to are minor faults ( sagha’ir ), committed inadvertently 
(sah wan). £402 

Ibn ArabT's hermeneutic approach is quite different and draws, as always, on the literal meaning 
in which all contradictions are resolved. What this verse states is, he says, that divine forgiveness 
( ghafr ) precedes the committing of a sin ( sabaqat al maghfira wuqu' al-dha nab). f 411 Given 
that ghafr etymologically means 'veil' (s/tr), two possibilities are conceivable: either the veil is 
interposed between the occurrence of sin and the person who benefits from the ghafr, in which 
case he cannot in any way commit sin of any kind, or the veil is interposed between him and the 
divine punishment which must normally ensue from the sins which he has committed. T421 The first 
case quite obviously applies to the person of the Prophet, who is consequently, strictly and 
literally ma'sum, 'impeccable'. T431 

The second possibility applies to cases involving certain aw//Va T441 and certainly the ahl al-bayt. 
Sin is indeed the worst of all forms of uncleanness there can be, and according to Ibn ArabT, as 
verse 33 of the Sura Al-Ahzab guarantees the utter purity of the ahl al-bayt, it necessarily follows 
that the latter, like the Prophet, benefit from this ghufran, this divine absolution solemnly 
proclaimed in the second verse of the Sura Al-Fath (Q. 48:2). This is precisely where their 
essential state of purity comes from; and it is by virtue of the pardon which God has inalienably 
granted them and which absolves them In advance of all sin that they are mutahharun, 
’purified'.£45I In other words, the Isma in question, as applying to the ahl al-bayt and unlike the 
Prophet, does not at all mean that they are incapable of wrongdoing, but that in their case, these 
acts do not have the status of dhanab, 'sin', in the eyes of God and that consequently they are 
exempt from divine punishment. £461 Ibn Arab! notes, moreover, that this forgiveness will only 


manifest in the Hereafter and that in this world the ahl al-bayt are subject to legal penalties when 
they infringe the law. £471 

Ibn Arab! emphasises, however, that it is incumbent upon every Muslim to firmly believe that God 
has already pardoned the ahl al-bayt for all the wrongdoing that they might be likely to commit, 
and hence to abstain from blaming them in any way, even when one might oneself be the victim of 
their actions. £481 'If you truly loved God and His Envoy,' he states, 'then you would love the 
"People of the Envoy's House". You would find beautiful all that comes from them to you which 
goes against your nature or desire, and rejoice that it is happening to you. '£491 

In short, on the question of knowing to whom the expression ahl al-bayt applies, Ibn ArabT's 
response is once again unequivocal. It applies, on the one hand, to the shurafa’, i.e. the 
descendants of Fatima, and, on the other, to those like Salman, who are linked to the ahl al- 
bayt and who thus equally enjoy divine absolution as promised in the second verse of the Sura Al- 
Fath. l 501 

The fact remains that this scarcely clarifies the unusual status of Salman and the nature of the 
secret which earned him the honour of being attached to the Prophet's family. The information on 
the subject mainly appears at the beginning and end of the chapter, but can only be properly 
understood if we correlate it with other texts of the Futuhat in which Ibn Arab! brings in the figure 
of Salman. 

The first lines of Chapter 29 bear, as I have said, on the concept of 'pure servanthood', in support 
of which Ibn Arab! begins by quoting two hadiths, one after the other. The first speaks of 
the mawali, emancipated slaves:£511 'A family's freedman is part of the family' ( mawla al-qawm 
mlnhum j. l~521 In fact, according to the account recorded notably by Ibn Ishaq, Salman was a slave 
in Medina at the time of his conversion to Islam and was freed thanks to the Prophet, who 
arranged the conditions of his manumission. Because of this, he has the status of the 
Prophet's mawla, which de facto attaches him to the ahl al-bayt. 

Yet the 'secret' which is the basis of his privileged relationship with the Prophet does not lie in this 
socio-legal status, which incidentally he shares with many other mawal ll 53] but, quite obviously, 
in his sainthood. The second hadith mentioned by Ibn Arab! in the introductory paragraph is very 
revealing in this respect: 'The men of the Qur'an are the men of God and His elite' ( ahlu l-Qur’an 
hum ahlu Llah wa khassatuhu). \ 54] Now, if we refer back to the beginning of Chapter 73 of 
the Futuhat in which Ibn Arab! lists the various categories of saint, we find that one of them 
exactly matches the terms of this hadith. f 551 with Ibn Arab! saying specifically that it is one of 
those 'whose character is the Qur'an'. This is once again an allusion to the highest degree of 
spiritual perfection, which is, first and foremost, that of the Prophet - 'his character was the 
Qur'an', as his wife A isha stated : f 561 and secondly, of those spiritual persons who, having 
reached the pinnacle of ittiba' al-nabf (following the prophet), are wedded to his spiritual states. 

'He whose character is the Qur'an', he states elsewhere on the subject, 'he has raised up the 
Prophet from his tomb'. £571 It is also noteworthy, in Chapter 29, that Ibn Arab! illustrates this 
hadith by reporting his own experience of ’absolute servanthood', which forms a sort of seal on the 
highest degree of sainthood. 

But it is only after expanding on the concept of ahl al-bayt that Ibn Arab! really addresses the 
case of Salman and states that he had received his spiritual inheritance from the Poles who 
attained the supreme station of 'absolute servanthood'. T581 The mention of Khidr as being one of 
these Poles is also an indication to take into account. £591 It means that Ibn Arab! has most 
particularly in mind those of the awllya' he considers to be the authentic spiritual heirs of the 
Prophet, the Malamlyya. \60] Two other texts from the Futuhat clarify this point. On the one hand, 
there is a passage at the end of Chapter 309 , which is entirely devoted to the Malamlyya, in which 
Ibn Arab! states, 'The Malamlyya constitute the supreme category [of saints] and are the lords of 
this exemplary Way. ... Salman al -Fa risi was one of the most eminent among them and one of the 
Prophet's Companions in this station, which is the divine station in this world'.£611 In addition, in 
Chapter 14, in a long passage on the 'station of general prophethood', and we have seen that this 
is the ultimate station which the saints can attain, Ibn Arab! notes that the spiritual people who 
attain this station are those who preserve the 'spiritual states' ( ahwal ) of the Prophet and his 
knowledge, and he mentions Salman among those who reached that spiritual abode in the 
Prophet's lifetime. f 621 


Thus we have three indications of the spiritual status of Salman, at once precise and mutually 
complementary, since each one of them expresses the idea that this illustrious Companion of the 
Prophet was in his time a saint out of the ordinary in the truest sense. He indeed belongs to the 
category of the Malamiyya, who are, in the eyes of the shaykh al-akbar, the most perfect of 
the awliya' in that they completely adhere to the maximum extent possible, to the model of 
sainthood arising from the specific heritage of the Prophet. In addition, he had arrived at the 
'station of closeness' and that is given only to a very few Malamiyya, those who have fully realised 
'pure servanthood' and whom Ibn Arab! has designated the Afrad, the 'Singular Ones'. f631 

It is clear from all this that for Ibn Arab! the concept of ahl al-bayt has two distinct meanings. On 
the one hand, it means the Prophet's family in the usual meaning of the term, i.e. the ahl al-kisa', 
which goes without saying, and the shurafa’, the descendants of Fatima. The blood-ties which 
unite them to the Prophet guarantee them a sort of isma since they will be resurrected maghfuran 
lahum, 'forgiven', and thus exempt from all divine punishment. He includes in this, moreover, an 
unwavering devotion from the faithful without distinction of person, a point on which Ibn Arab! 
insists. The Prophet's family is one whole, and the love given and due to them may not be 
partial. £641 

But added to these descendants 'according to the flesh' are descendants 'according to the spirit' 
(with the understanding that the same person may in some cases combine both lineages). Indeed, 
following TirmidhT, Ibn Arab! considers that his spiritual heirs, the Malamiyya, whom he designates 
by the generic term ’Muhammadians' and who thus have the specific characteristic of having 
realised 'pure servanthood' fully and in all its aspects, which was the characteristic of the spiritual 
attitude of the Prophet and his relation to God, do also belong to the 'Prophet's House'. 

It is moreover this meaning of 'spiritual posterity' that Ibn Arab! considers in the long passage in 
Chapter 73 of the Futuhat in which he replies, this time in a discursive manner, to TirmidhT's 
famous question on the meaning of the hadith 'Ahlu baytJ aman li ummati’. l 651 Having yet again 
emphasised that 'servanthood' is the essential attribute of the Prophet ( sifatuhu ), he declares: 

'The People of his House are those who possess the same attribute as him [i.e. pure 
servanthood]. '£661 

And these are the exceptional beings whose renunciation perpetuates the 'excellent model' (Q. 
33:21) embodied by the Prophet during his lifetime, who are the guardians of his umma, his 
community. They especially protect it against the greatest peril, which is that of eternal 
damnation. Indeed, what particularly interests Ibn Arab! here is the soteriological role that the 
tribe of Muhammadian saints will play in the Hereafter, when the hour of the Last Judgement has 
sounded. 

I have already had occasion in an earlier study to address at length Ibn ArabT's doctrine of 
universal salvation and its scriptural foundations. f 671 There are many texts in which he examines 
the question, and although they all converge towards a certain form of beatitude, more or less 
long term, for all men without exception, the essential idea being that the mercy of God will 
absolutely outweigh His just anger, yet the argument on which they rest is nothing less than 
repetitive. Each of them in fact views the final triumph of the divine rahma according to a different 
perspective, which always unfolds towards the light of this or that verse, or, in this case, this or 
that hadith, and in the meditation on which Ibn Arab! draws the certainty that 'God will mercify 
everything'.£681 

Thus, he here interprets the hadith Ahlu bayti aman li ummati as a joyful prediction. 'Consider 
then,' he exclaims, 'the Divine mercy accorded to the umma of Muhammad which these words 
contain! T691 He then points out that, just as God preserved the honour of the 'Prophet's House' in 
this lower world by imposing very strict rules of conduct on his wives, so he will watch over the 
safeguard of that honour in the hereafter by not allowing a single member of his umma to 
eternally suffer divine punishment, 'due to the blessing of the ahl al-bayt’. Now, Ibn Arab! says 
this many times over and repeats it in this passage, 

The Community of the Prophet is, from one point of view, the whole of humanity, inasmuch as the 
Prophet was sent to all mankind in conformity with what Revelation proclaims (Q. 34:28), at first 
carrying out his mandate in an invisible manner by the intermediary of the prophets who went 
before him and who were his ’substitutes’ (nuwwab), and then in a manifest manner from the 


moment that he was raised among men. Thus the umma of Muhammad stretches from Adam to 
the last man there will be. From this point of view, all belong to Muhammad and all will receive the 
blessing of the ahl al-bayt and all will be blessed, f 701 

'He who loves God in all sincerity,' says Ibn Arab! in the long chapter of the Futuhat devoted to 
love, 'is maqtul, killed, annihilated. T711 It is thus for the Muhammadian saints, those 'pure 
servants' who out of love for God have rid themselves of their ego and all things to the point of 
becoming 'without name and without quality'. f 721 A sacrificial death, given as a whole-offering to 
the ’Lord of the worlds', in exchange for which these 'simple annihilated souls T731 ask for nothing, 
but by virtue of which God undertakes to pay them the blood price ( al-diya ), the promise that in 
recompense for their exemplary sainthood, no one shall eternally incur divine anger. 

by Claude Addas, translated by James Lees 
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